In vitro self-assembled HCV core virus-like particles induce a strong antibody immune response in sheep.
The in vitro self-assembly properties of the entire hepatitis C virus core protein (HCcAg) obtained from Pichia pastoris cells and the induction of specific antibody immune response were studied. HCcAg was purified as a low-molecular-weight species by electroelution under denaturing conditions for confirmation of its self-assembly properties. After renaturalization, electron microscopy showed that HCcAg assembled into spherical particles of 30 nm. HCcAg also showed homogeneity and was specifically recognized by serum from a chronic HCV carrier patient. The data indicated that in vitro assembly of HCcAg, into virus-like particles resembling HCV nucleocapsid particles at a mature stage, is an intrinsic quality of this protein. Finally, HCcAg generated a strong antibody immune response in sheep, suggesting its usefulness for stimulating the host immune response against HCV.